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THOUGHTS 



PRACTICAL REVERENCE. 



WHILE the religious world 
is occupied with contro- 
verfy on many uneffential topics, 
and often becomes fo excited by 
them that the importance of the 
points of conflidl is unduly mag- 
nified in its eyes, and fometimes 
takes the place of that very God 
in whofe fervice the combatants 
were originally ftriving, may it 
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not well be afked, Why is this ? 
Can the Almighty Ruler of the 
Univerfe, with all its infinite va- 
riety of creeds, be fuppofed to look 
with favour on thofe who contend 
violently for their various opin- 
ions, and think they are thus do- 
ing God fervice? Can this be Re- 
ligion ? To one who profeffes not 
to poffefs that ineftimable jewel — 
and who, alas ! does not poffefs it ? 
— ^but who ftill thinks that he is not 
on that account altogether difquali- 
fied for difcerning its precious trea- 
fures, difguifed though they may 
be under the incruftations and 
pollutions of man's <levice, it ap- 
pears that one great inalienable 
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and all -pervading feature is too 
generally abfent from what the 
world — even the religious world — 
calls Religion, and that is Rever- 
ence. 

I have liftened to many an able 
difcourfe from reverend and elo- 
quent lips ; have heard the other 
great effentials of Religion dilated 
on — Faith, Hope, Charity — with 
all the infinite incidents, duties, 
and do6lrines contained within the 
boundlefs range of thofe three 
fhort and fimple words, but I do 
not remember ever to have heard 
the attributes of Reverence laid 
down in the fenfe in which they 
occupy my mind, and command 
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the expreffion of my warmeft and 
moft eameft fympathy. Let me, 
then, endeavour to define what 
appears to me to conftitute Rever- 
ence. 

And, before I attempt to fupply 
an anfwer to this inquiry, I would 
venture to difpofe of fome of 
thofe fpurious forms of " Rever- 
ence " which pafs current with the 
world, claim for themfelves a holy 
chara6ler, and invite from others 
unqueftioning affent and a blind 
refpeft. Such are the miftaken 
workings on the mind of man by 
fuperftition, whereby he refigns 
the judgment given to him by a 
bountiful Creator (and intended, 
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doubtlefs, for nobler purpofes), to 
the humiliating thraldom of crea- 
tures like himfelf, but who arrogate 
fome of the attributes of the only 
All-wife. On this frail and hollow 
fubftru6lure is often built up a 
fcheme of complicated fallacies, 
fkilfully formed to flatter the weak- 
neffes, and to palliate the depravi- 
ties, of human nature ; and when 
all this has been effedled — when 
man has defcended from his high 
eftate, and the nobler ufe of his 
faculties, to the degraded condition 
of abdicated judgment, then is he 
comforted with the falfe affurance 
that his degradation is pleafing to 
God, and mocked with the vain 
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belief that he Is influenced by 
" Reverence." When we fee the 
fuppliant bowed down in the wor- 
fhip of his Creator in the building 
dedicated to His fervice, and foon 
after behold the fame man, for- 
getful of his vows, indulging in the 

very fins he fo lately prayed to be 
defended againft — although we 
may not neceffarily impute to him 
hypocrify — can we believe that he 
approached the throne of Grace 
clad in the robe of humility, and 
with a heart truly infpired by 
Reverence ? Are we not rather 
compelled to believe that his 
" Reverence " was vain, and his 
hallowed robe thrown down at the 
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threfhold of the houfe of God he 
fo lately left ? Still lefs can " Re- 
verence" be imputed to him who 
would feem, by the chilling afpe6l 
of his unimpaffioned bearing in the 
houfe of God, to be unmindful of 
the immediate prefence of his 
Maker; and who would, in eredl 
pofture and with confident de- 
meanour, feem rather to make 
terms with the Almighty than to 
pray, ** God be merciful to me a 
fmner." My definition — or per- 
haps I ought to fay, my eftimation 
— of Reverence then is, an ever- 
mindful fenfe and a humble and per- 
petual acknowledgment of the omni- 
prefence of God; and my devout 
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and moft earneft conviftion is, that 
if this deep-feated affeftion of the 
foul of man were more common 
than it is ; if we never for a mo- 
ment forgot in whofe prefence we 
are, the world would not be dif- 
graced by much that we have now 
to deplore ; truth would dwell more 
in our hearts than it now does ; and 
man would draw nearer to that 
noble image in which God created 
him, and from which he has fo 
fadly fallen. 

With fome there may be a diffi- 
culty in drawing the line of de- 
marcation between reverence and 
fuperftition ; and yet I think there 
is, in reality, no fuch difficulty, if 
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we do not deviate from the rigid 
principle of dedicating our higheft 
feelings of reverence to the Al- 
mighty alone, and of refufmg to 
profane His holy attributes by 
reducing them to the level of the 
creations of man. There are, 
indeed, lower kinds of reverence, 
that command our refpe6l and 
may fafely be cherifhed ; fuch is 
that well-regulated and humble 
fpirit which regards with affe6lion 
whatever is efpecially fet apart for 
the fervice and worfhip of Al- 
mighty God, but which refufes to 
it the tribute that belongs to Him 
alone whofe they are, and for whom 
they were created. I well remem- 



1 6 THOUGHTS ON 

ber that, when I was about to leave 
home for the firft time for a public 
fchool, the tendereft of parents en- 
joined me, with eameft affeftion, 
never to defecrate the Book of God 
by carelejjly laying other things upon 
it; and although fome may think 
that the feeling of Reverence here 
verged upon a lefs noble one, I can 
ftill maintain that the principle for 
which I contend was unbroken; 
becaufe His holy Word is part of 
Himfelf, is effential to His empire 
over the world, and appears to de- 
mand from us feelings of reverence, 
of wonder, and of affe<5lion, fecond 
only to thofe that are dedicated to 
the Godhead itfelf. To this her 
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injunftion, unimportant as it may 
appear to fome, I can trace an early 
and deep-feated regard for that 
Book of Books; and although it 
may not, alas ! have infured a right 
ufe of its pricelefs treafures, I can 
attribute to that feeling advantages 
as to which I cannot well be mif- 
taken. 

And there is a Reverence which, 
though it falls not within the 
range of things hallowed by their 
divine charafter, and by their clofe 
relation to God, yet ranks nearer 
to them than any other; and, if it 
be not prefumptuous in one of His 
creatures to fay fo, is dearest and 
moft acceptable to Him — I refer to 

B 
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the reverence of children for their 
parents. How lovely is its pre- 
fence, how deplorable its abfence ! 
In the earlier ftages of our exift- 
ence it is, next to the love of God, 
the nobleft affeftion of the foul — 
the fureft pledge that our lives 
will be fpent in His fervice. In our 
more matured years of youth and 
of manhood, it is one of the bright 
conftellations that guide and cheer 
us along the journey of life — the 
holy bond that knits together 
thofe whom God has placed in the 
clofeft affinity, and endowed with 
the attributes of natural affeftion 
and mutual dependence. How fad 
when that ftar is dimmed, that 
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bond burft! when the beneficent 
intentions of the Almighty are 
defeated, and the child and the 
parent denied the fweet folace 
and enduring fruits of Reverence ! 
But to return. There are many 
violations of praftical reverence 
committed, not only in what is 
confidered " refpeftable fociety," 
but often by perfons who, if they 
allowed themfelves to think feriouf- 
ly on the fubjeft, would hefitate fo 
to aft. One of thefe is the habit 
of quoting Scripture lightly ; mak- 
ing ufe of its language on fubjefts 
of mere worldly intereft, fometimes 
to give force and point to topics, 
with the fpirit of which religion has 
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no concern, and too often to in- 
dulge an idle and profane ufe of 
that which was written and in- 
tended for holier purpofe. Would 
that thofe who thus mifufe the 
words of Holy Writ would paufe 
ere they do fo, and afk themfelves 
how they dare to tread on holy 
ground for purpofes fo worldly, 
and to defecrate the language of 
Scripture by applying it to com- 
mon, if not to more objeftionable 
fubjefts ! Would that thofe who 
thus apply their powers of memory 
were to "fearch the Scriptures" 
for holier purpofe than that of 
adorning a tale or difplaying a 
fpurious clevemefs at fo dear a 
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• 

coft ! But if It is right to condemn 
as irreverent this thoughtlefs, it 
may be, but undoubtedly unfeemly, 
ufe of holy words, what fhall we 
fay oi prof ane /wearing, even when 
uttered by one who, if he thought 
ferioufly for a moment, would not 
only not attempt to juftify it, but 
would blufh when brought to the 
bar of confcience ? I fpeak not of 
the debafed profligate who would 
profefs, however falfely, to glory 
in his fliame ; I fpeak not of the 
unbeliever, who would repudiate 
the laws of God, and, therefore, 
feoff at their enforcement by man ; 
but I fpeak of him who, in the 
ordinary affairs of life, may be in- 
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fluenced by good feeling, and whofe 
condu6l may be upright, but who, 
led away by bad example, or per- 
haps by carelefs, unthinking levity, 
indulges in the profane ufe of God's 
name. I fpeak, too, of him who 
may be gentle and amiable in his 
intercourfe with others fo long as 
his temper is unruflfled, but who, 
when croffed by fome mere trifle, 
gives way to the evil fpirit within 
him, and, forgetful of the prefence 
of his God, takes His great name 
in vain, and diflionours and con- 
taminates it with unholy affocia- 
tions. Had Reverence ever fo 
fmall a place in the hearts of fuch 
men, they would filence the re- 
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bellious fpirit within them, and dif- 
dain to fhare the fin of thofe who 
may be unworthy to be claffed with 
them on any other ground. 

Another lamentable inftance of 
the prevailing abfence of praMical 
reverence is the little attention that 
is paid by the world in general to 
** grace " faid at our meals ; or, in 
other words, to the brief prayer 
offered up to the Almighty that 
He will blefs to us the mercies He 
vouchfafes ; and afterwards to the 
offer of our thankfgivings. Many 
a one who fails not to bend in 
humble pofture when in the houfe 
of God, and whofe voice is there 
hufhed to a whifper or a mental 
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Utterance of his prayer, hears un- 
heeded the petition for a bleffing 
upon our daily fuftenance, or the 
thankfgiving after the enjoyment of 
it, and without ceafing for a moment 
the light converfation in which he 
may be engaged ; and ftill lefs does 
he think it neceffary to add his 
own prayer to the bountiful Giver 
of all good. Here, then, is the 
abfence oi pra£lical reverence. 

And here I would point out 
the more reverent and becoming 
praftice, on this particular part of 
daily life, that prevails fo much 
among Prefbyterians ; upon whofe 
general indifference to forms many 
are apt to look down — perhaps 
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fomewhat pharifaically. I do not 
admire, or confider well-timed or 
appropriate, the lengthened prayer 
that IS often uttered at their fo- 
cial board ; but I do admire and re- 
fpeft the fpirit of practical rever- 
ence which liftens with the deepefl 
filence to words addreffed direftly 
to the Supreme Being. He that 
fo liftens and unites his afpirations 
to thofe fpoken aloud, muft indeed 
be a hypocrite if he does not in 
fmcerity recognife the Divine pre- 
fence ; and however fleeting may 
be the impreffion ; though the world 
and its cares and its enjoyments 
may foon refume poffeffion of the 
mind, to the exclufion of holi- 
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er thoughts, ftiU it is fomething 
gained to have been reminded of 
our dependence on our almighty 
and moft bountiful Father, and to 
have faid " Amen " to the brief 
prayer then offered up» 

But while I venerate that fpirit of 
reverence which has its deep root 
in the heart, and fheds its benign 
fruits over the whole life of man, 1 
am far, very far, from requiring that 
it fhould interfere with reafonable 
recreation, or become a barrier to 
the innocent enjoyments and the 
varied pleafures of life. Nowhere, 
as far as I know, does the Sacred 
Volume condemn them — often does 
it indirectly fan6lion them; but 
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then the great condition muft be 
ever borne in mind, that they are 
in them/elves harmlefs. And here 
arifes the queftion on which all 
turns, '*what conftitutes harmleff- 
nefs ?" The true anfwer can only 
be fupplied by the confcience of 
each man who ftudies his Bible, 
and lives not for himfelf but as 
the fervant of God. I remember 
being told, many years ago, by a 
reverend and much-valued and 
refpected friend, that a female 
member of his congregation once 
confulted him as to the fmfulnefs 
or harmleffnefs of attending balls. 
His anfwer was as fimple as pra6li- 
cal, and to this effedl : '' If, when 
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you retire from the ball-room to 
the quiet of your chamber, you can 
fall down on your knees and offer 
up your accuftomed prayer to God, 
you need fear no harm ; but if the 
fcenes in which you have been 
mingling render you unfit to do fo ; 
if the world and its pomps and 
vanities have fo engroffed your 
thoughts as to leave no place in 
them for holier things, reft affured 
that there is fomething wrong, and 
that the world has taken the place 
of God in your heart." And this 
is the teft we ought all to apply 
to the habits and aftions of our 
lives ; not unduly and injudicioufly 
mixing up outward a6ls of religion 
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with our ordinary purfuits, but 
fo conducing them that, when the 
hour of reflecSlion arrives, we may 
not have ro reproach ourfelves. 
If, indeed, we did but know what 
conftitutes even true worldly happi- 
ne/s, we fhould cultivate and cher- 
ifh, more than we do, the fpirit of 
Reverence, which keeps, as in the 
prefence of God, thofe who ftrive 
to do His will ; and it is only thofe 
who to any extent fucceed in that 
endeavour who have at all tafted 
real happinefs here, or who can 
dare to hope to partake of it here- 
after. 

" why (hould wc fear youth's draught of joy, 
It pure would fparkle lefs ? 
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Why ihould the cup the fooner cloy 
Which God hath deigned to blefs?** • 

One word more. Few can fearch 
into the inmoft receffes of their 
hearts, or meditate upon the a6ls 
of their paft lives, without a con- 
fcioufnefs of their corruption and 
unworthinefs, and confequently of 
the ever-deepening neceffity for 
every moral check that can be 
legitimately applied. One fuch 
check is that fpirit of praMical 
reverence which I have been en- 
deavouring to enforce. Oh ! that 
it had been more cherifhed by us ! 
How many a fm might we have 
been fpared, and how cheerful 

♦ Keble*s *Chriftian Year.' 
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might have been the now difmal 
retrofpedl of many a life ! Should 
thefe remarks, by the bleffmg of 
God, find an echo, however faint, 
in the hearts of others, and awaken 
in them a fympathifing affent, I 
fhall yet be cheered by the joyful 
convidlion, and great indeed will 
be my reward. 
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